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MARIJUANA USE AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE 
 Recent years have witnessed a remarkable series of changes in the perception and 
availably of marijuana in the United States (US). Although only one in ten (12%) Americans 
supported the legalization of marijuana in late 1960s, today a slim majority of American adults 
(53%)—and the bulk of Millennials (68%)—believe that marijuana should be legal for 
recreational use (Motel, 2015). Moreover, the overwhelming majority of Americans (85%) report 
that they would not be bothered by people using Cannabis sativa in the privacy of their own 
homes. Although the use and distribution of marijuana remains illegal under US Federal Law, 
many US states have implemented marijuana liberalization policies (Office of National Drug 
Control Policy, 2016). At present, marijuana is legal for recreational use in four states (Arizona, 
Colorado, Oregon, and Washington), more than a dozen states have implemented 
decriminalization measures, and 25 states and the District of Columbia currently have medical 
marijuana laws (National Council of State Legislatures, 2016). With several states preparing to 
vote on marijuana legalization initiatives in the November 2016 elections (California, Maine, 
Massachusetts, and Nevada), and others working toward marijuana-related ballot measures in the 
future, it seems this liberalizing trend is likely to continue. 
 Research on marijuana use and cannabis use disorder is critical as we seek to understand 
and make informed decisions regarding drug policy in the 21st century. Two articles in this issue 
of the American Journal of Drug and Alcohol Abuse (AJDAA), both of which employ nationally 
representative data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), provide a 
timely contribution to our understanding of marijuana use risk in the lives of adolescents (ages 
12 to 17) and young adults (ages 18 to 25). Chen and colleagues (2016) show that, while very 
unlikely before the age of 11, risk of marijuana use initiation increases precipitously during the 
early adolescent stage before finding its peak somewhere between ages 16 and 18. Indeed, by 
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age 21, more than 55% of American youth report having used marijuana at least once in their 
lives and 22% are current marijuana users. Beyond risk of marijuana use, Richter and colleagues 
(2016) demonstrate quite convincingly that cannabis use disorder impacts a substantial 
proportion of marijuana users. Specifically, we see that, among current marijuana users, 
approximately one in four adolescents (26%) and one in five young adults (21-22%) meets 
diagnostic criteria for cannabis use disorder. The elevated prevalence of abuse/dependence 
among marijuana users serves to remind us that popular notions that marijuana is non-addictive 
and a "harmless pleasure" are simply inaccurate (Volkow, Baler, Compton, & Weiss, 2014). 
 As noted above, the landscape of marijuana use risk in the US is changing.  In light of 
such changes, one question that emerges is how the prevalence of marijuana use and cannabis 
use disorder might be impacted by the vicissitudes in marijuana-related policy and public 
opinion. Fortunately, a number of high-quality epidemiological trend studies have been 
conducted to examine precisely this question. One challenge, however, is that the findings from 
these trend studies cannot easily be reduced to a singular sound bite; in fact, the best available 
data paints a rather nuanced picture of the changes in marijuana use risk in the US. For instance, 
research examining national-level trends in among adolescents suggests that marijuana use 
actually appears to be on the decline. Indeed, evidence from multiple large-scale, nationally 
representative studies—including Monitoring the Future (MTF), the Youth Risk Behavior 
Surveillance System (YRBSS), and the NSDUH—all point to significant and substantively 
meaningful reductions in adolescent marijuana use in recent years (Johnson et al., 2015; 
Johnston, O’Malley, Miech, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2014; Salas-Wright & Vaughn, 2016; 
Salas-Wright, Vaughn, Todic, Córdova, & Perron, 2015). Looking at young adults, however, we 
see a different story. That is, the data for young adults (and adults in general) indicate that 
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marijuana use and cannabis use disorder are on the rise compared to rates observed in the early 
2000's (Hasin et al., 2016; Hasin, Saha, et al., 2015). Indeed, evidence suggests the marijuana 
landscape is changing rapidly among adults. A recent Gallup poll is illustrative in this regard, 
finding that the number of American adults who use marijuana nearly doubled between 2013 
(7%) and 2016 (13%) (McCarthy, 2016). This divergent pattern of findings between adolescents 
and young adults/adults is curious and raises questions about what, if any, impact marijuana 
liberalization policies may possess as the current cohort of teens transitions into adulthood. 
 Notably, the trend studies described above are for American youth in general. That is, 
they do not account for potential state-level differences. Evidence from studies that have 
examined trends in adolescent marijuana use in states that are particularly impacted by marijuana 
liberalization policies adds another wrinkle to the story. For instance, while we have seen 
declines in adolescent marijuana use nationally, a recent trend study with high school students in 
Washington State—which voted to legalize medical and nonmedical marijuana for adults in 
2012—found no change in the prevalence of marijuana use between 2000 and 2014 (Fleming et 
al., 2016). This is consistent with evidence from the Healthy Kids Colorado Survey which 
suggests that marijuana use is neither increasing nor decreasing in the years following the 
Centennial State's legalization of marijuana (Colorado Department of Public Health & Safety, 
2016). Similarly, studies examining states with medical marijuana laws found that, while 
marijuana use and cannabis use disorder tend to be higher in states with medical marijuana 
(Cerdá, Wall, Keyes, Galea, & Hasin, 2012), the passage and implementation of medical 
marijuana laws does not appear to lead to increases in adolescent marijuana use (Hasin, Wall, et 
al., 2015; Wall et al., 2016). In fact, recent evidence suggests that marijuana use may even be 
decreasing among younger teens in states with medical marijuana laws (Keyes et al., 2016).  
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 Several studies have also examined the degree to which the marijuana-related views of 
young people have changed in recent years. While not entirely uniform, overall evidence 
suggests that adolescents are becoming more lenient in their views on marijuana and less 
concerned about the risks posed by use of the drug. For instance, data from the MTF study 
indicate that the proportion of adolescents and young adults reporting disapproval of marijuana 
use has declined in recent years (Johnston et al., 2014). While our recent NSDUH-based study 
tells a different story for adolescents (we saw increased disapproval among younger teens [ages 
12 to 17] and no change among older teens [ages 15 to 17]), we did find a very similar pattern of 
results as the MTF study among young adults (Salas-Wright et al., 2015). Recent evidence from 
the MTF and NSDUH also indicates that fewer adolescents and young adults perceive marijuana 
to be of "great risk" to their physical/overall wellbeing (Keyes et al., 2016; Lipari, Kroutil, & 
Pemberton, 2015). This matches up with evidence indicating that the proportion of high school 
students in Washington State that view marijuana use as being of little-to-no risk to one's well-
being more than doubled between 2000 (14%) and 2014 (35%) (Fleming et al., 2016).  
 In sum, when it comes to marijuana use among young people in the US, the best available 
evidence indicates a number of important things. First, by the time Americans reach late 
adolescence and the transition into young adulthood, roughly half (55%) have tried marijuana 
and one in five (22%) can be described as a current user. Second, a disconcerting proportion of 
current adolescent (26%) and young adult (21-22%) marijuana users meet diagnostic criteria for 
cannabis use disorder. Third, we can state with some confidence that, even in states that have 
enacted marijuana liberalization policies, marijuana use among adolescents is not currently 
increasing. In fact, there is rather compelling evidence that adolescent marijuana use has steadily 
declined. Fourth, while adolescent marijuana use is declining, the best available evidence 
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suggests that marijuana use and cannabis use disorder have increased markedly among young 
adults and adults in general. Finally, adolescents and young adults are becoming increasingly 
permissive in their views about marijuana use and the risks it poses.  
 And yet, there remains much that we do not know. For instance, we do not have 
definitive answers as to why we see a different pattern in trends between adolescents and young 
adults. Along the same lines, it is difficult to ascertain if the downward trend observed among 
adolescents will change as today's adolescents transition into young adulthood. We have good 
evidence as to what is happening in the lives of young people over the last few decades, but—as 
the nation continues to experience rapid changes in marijuana-related policy and public 
opinion—it is simply uncertain what the trend line will look like between 2016 and, say, 2030. 
Sober voices have cautioned that it is, at present, far too soon to begin to fully assess the impact 
of marijuana liberalization in the US (Hall & Lynskey, 2016). What we can say with certainty is 
that now is a time to carefully monitor trends in marijuana use, cannabis use disorder, and 
marijuana-specific risk factors, particularly among the nation's youth. And, at this critical 
juncture in the history of drug policy in America, now is undoubtedly a time for parents, 
prevention scientists, and policymakers to push for careful and judicious regulatory policies to be 
put in place as new marijuana laws are written (Pacula, Kilmer, Wagenaar, Chaloupka, & 
Caulkins, 2014). 
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